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Summary
Employees' beliefs about how promotions are awarded within their organizations can have important
consequences. We conducted two studies that focus on perceptions of the criteria used to make promotion
decisions. In Study 1, we identified two types of perceived promotion criteria, performance-based and
nonperformance-based. Then we use justice and social exchange theories to develop a model linking employee
perceptions of promotion criteria to performance via their relationships with promotional justice and
organizational commitment. In a sample of 305 employee–supervisor pairs, we found that both promotional
justice and organizational commitment mediated between perceptions of promotion criteria and supervisor

rated in-role and extra-role performance, and that having received a promotion in the past predicted
attributions that promotions were based relatively more on performance or nonperformance criteria. Study 2
further examined the role of promotions themselves in the formation of perceptions of promotion criteria.
Drawing from image and attribution theories, we hypothesized that the relationship between having received a
promotion or not and perceptions of promotion criteria depends on ego defensiveness. In a sample of 145
employees, we found that those who scored high on ego defensiveness and who had not been promoted were
especially likely to attribute promotion decisions to nonperformance criteria. Copyright © 2012 John Wiley &
Sons, Ltd.
Unprecedented changes in the workplace and among the workforce are creating a “war for talent”
(Cappelli, 2008) across employers seeking to fill vacant positions in their organizations. These changes include
increased globalization, an aging workforce, and a need for highly skilled talent, particularly in managerial and
technical occupations (Beulen, 2008; Ployhart, 2006). Although masked by the current economic downturn,
these changes are creating a competitive environment among firms trying to attract high-quality workers. A
recent survey by the Society for Human Resource Management found this competition for talented workers to
be among the top 10 concerns of human resource managers (Society for Human Resource Management, 2011).
Globally, more than half of the employers in another recent survey reported having difficulty filling vacant
positions (Manpower Group, 2011). This competition in the external labor market makes it all the more
important that organizations consider their internal labor market when seeking employees for higher level
positions. However, internal labor markets have changed too. Workers have more responsibility for managing
their own career progression (e.g., Hall, 1996; Raabe, Frese, & Beehr, 2007) and may be more likely to seek
advancement by crossing organizational boundaries (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). Despite this fact, many
employees prefer promotions and advancement within their current organization (Segars, Inceoglu, Vloeberghs,
Bartram, & Henderickx, 2008), and the availability of internal promotions is an important factor in the job choice
(Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005) and turnover decisions of workers (Carson, Carson,
Griffeth, & Steel, 1994; Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner, 2000).
Internal hiring through promotions has advantages for both the organization and the worker. For the
organization, internal promotions allow an organization to retain firm-specific organizational knowledge and
save on the cost of recruiting, selecting, and onboarding new hires. Studies have also found that employees who
were recently promoted had higher affective commitment (Kalleberg & Mastekaasa, 2001; Kondratuk, Hausdorf,
Korabik, & Rosin, 2004), were more satisfied with the internal promotional system (de Souza, 2002), and were
less likely to be absent (Lam & Schaubroeck, 2000). For the workers, the opportunity to be promoted internally
represents a type of reward that is often associated with more prestige and pay (Lam & Schaubroeck, 2000) and
also saves them the cost of going to a different employer (e.g., relocation). Recognizing these advantages,
organizations have begun developing talent management systems that include programs sometimes called
“leadership pipelines” or “talent pools” aimed at preparing workers for promotion to other positions in their
organizations (Rothwell, 2010). The decisions about actual promotions rest largely with supervisors in
consultation with human resource professionals. However, employees are often ill informed about how those
promotion decisions are made. Therefore, employees are likely to develop their own opinions or perceptions of
the system that is put into place. Equity, justice, and social exchange theories can help us to understand how
employees' perceptions of promotion criteria might lead to work-related cognitions and attitudes that
eventually result in employee performance behaviors.
Employee perceptions about the decisions made regarding the allocation of promotions are likely to have a
significant impact on workplace attitudes and behaviors. Tzafrir and Hareli (2009) proposed that these
perceptions may lead to a range of emotional reactions. Unfortunately, few empirical studies have examined
either the perceptions of promotion decisions or the consequences of those perceptions. Those few studies that

have examined employee beliefs about the criteria used by a firm to make promotion decisions have shown
them to be related to job satisfaction (Beehr & Juntunen, 1990; Beehr & Taber, 1993). It is likely, however, that
these perceptions would also be related to employee behaviors. Despite calls for such research (Connelly, Certo,
Ireland, & Reutzel, 2011; Ford, Truxillo, & Bauer, 2009; Tzafrir & Hareli, 2009), this issue has yet to be addressed.
The present study addresses these recommendations and contributes to knowledge about it by developing and
testing a model of the potential effects of the promotion process on the attitudes and behaviors of the
organizations' employees. The link between employees' perceptions of the criteria used to make promotion
decisions and their behavior (e.g., job performance) is an important but missing element in the literature.
Further, no previous research has examined the factors that influence the process by which these types of
perceptions are formed.
To address these issues, we conducted two studies. Study 1 contributes to the literature by developing and
testing, for the first time, a theory-driven model of the process through which employee perceptions of
promotion criteria are related to job performance. The motivational effect of these perceptions is explained
through justice and equity theories and empirically tested. We expect that employees' perceptions of their
employer's promotion criteria and system are influenced by the reality of their situation; that is, if men tend to
be promoted, employees will perceive that gender influences promotion decisions, and if the highest
performers are promoted, they will perceive that performance influences promotion decisions. More
specifically, the model proposes links between direct experiences employees have had in receiving promotions,
their perceptions about how promotions are allocated (promotion channels), their judgments of promotional
justice, their attitudes regarding organizational commitment, and their resulting task performance and
organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs; Figure 1). However, biases might also play a part in the development
of these perceptions. Study 2 contributes to the literature by examining one potentially important bias in
perceptions of promotion criteria, ego defensiveness. Ego defensiveness refers to the degree to which
employees make attributions for organizational decisions in a manner that allows them to maintain a positive
self-image (von Hippel, Lakin, & Shakarchi, 2005). On the basis of the image theory and attribution theory, we
expect that that employees' ego defensiveness can alter how their personal experience with being promoted
may influence their perception of the criteria used for promotions in their organization. Overall, these two
studies add to the theoretical and empirical knowledge regarding both antecedents and outcomes of
employees' attributions about organizations' promotion decisions.

Figure 1 Proposed theoretical model and path coefficients for Study 1. The path coefficients inside the
parentheses were obtained using the large sample (N = 1741 after listwise deletion) that included all
respondents, even those who did not have matching supervisor data. The path coefficient outside the
parenthesis were obtained using the smaller sample of employees who had complete supervisor data, including
supervisor ratings of OCBs and task performance (n = 305). *p < .05; **p < .01

Conceptual Development
Promotions and criteria for receiving them
A promotion usually means obtaining a “better” or more desirable position in an organization and usually entails
upward movement within an organization's hierarchy. When viewed more broadly, however, promotions can
also mean a lateral move to a more desirable job within the organization's formal structure. The more general
term intra-organizational mobility is sometimes used in reference to both upward and lateral moves within an
organization. Because both promotion and intra-organizational mobility refer to the movement of employees
from their current positions to more desirable positions within an organization, we use these terms
interchangeably.
Obtaining a better job in one's organization is often viewed as a reward (Allen, 2006), something to which
workers aspire (Lam & Schaubroeck, 2000), and is one element of employees' feelings of career success (Dries,
Pepermans, Hofmans, & Rypens, 2009). This is because better jobs are by definition positively valued. Upward
promotions tend to be especially scarce rewards, because most work organizations are structured to be
narrower at the top than at the bottom; not everyone can be promoted (Orrison, Schotter, & Weigelt, 2004).
This is different from many other rewards, such as pay and praise, which can be distributed to employees in a
more equal fashion if all of them are performing well. Not only are promotions a valued and scarce reward but
they are also very visible. Employees do not necessarily know how much their colleagues are paid, nor do they
necessarily know about the praise a colleague has received, but obtaining a promotion or a better job is usually
observable. Furthermore, in making promotion decisions, the organization is likely to be more future-oriented
than with other rewards. That is, they expect that the employee in his or her new position will do somewhat
different things from what he or she did in the previous position. This might be due to the employee having
more responsibility for people, processes, or things than in the previous job, for example. Although other
rewards, such as bonus pay, might be given while expecting the recipient to continue a high level of
performance doing the same activities, with a promotion, the expectations might be different. Thus, intraorganizational job change is important, and such changes have properties that make them very different from
other rewards. This makes it necessary to study their characteristics specifically.
The criteria an organization intends to use for promoting employees are not always clearly communicated or
consistently implemented (Stumpf & London, 1981a, 1981b). Moreover, regardless of how explicit promotion
procedures are in an organization, employees still make their own cognitive interpretations regarding the
promotion system. The few studies examining employee perceptions of the criteria used to obtain a promotion
or better job often referred to the criteria as intra-organizational mobility channels (IMCs; e.g., Beehr, Nair,
Gudanowski, & Such, 2004; Beehr, Taber, & Walsh, 1980), because those criteria are the means or channels
through which employees believe they can obtain a promotion or move to a better job in their own
organization. Research has highlighted a number of factors that can affect promotion-related decisions within
organizations, including actual performance (Fossum & Fitch, 1985; Lyness & Heilman, 2006; Rosen, Billings, &
Turney, 1976; Stumpf & London, 1981a, 1981b), experience (Furnham & Petrides, 2006), age (Torka, Geurts,
Sanders, & van Riemsdijk, 2010), ability (London & Stumpf, 1983; Taylor, 1975), motivation (Furnham &
Petrides, 2006), gender (Buchanan, 2005; Chernesky, 2003; Powell & Butterfield, 2002), race (Smith, 2005),
networking (Forret & Dougherty, 2004), power-related work values (Frieze, Olson, Murrell, & Selvan, 2006),
political skill (Gentry, Gilmore, Shuffler, & Leslie, 2012), and physical attractiveness (Chung & Leung, 1988;
Sweat, Kelley, Blouin, & Glee, 1981).
Beehr and colleagues theorized and provided some empirical evidence that showed that employees' perceptions
of mobility channels can be clustered into two categories, performance-based or nonperformance-based (Beehr
& Taber, 1993; Beehr et al., 1980). The performance-based mobility channels consist of exceptional and reliable

performance, where exceptional performance includes those behaviors that go beyond what is normally
expected, and reliable performance includes behaviors that demonstrate expected but not exceptional job
performance behaviors. These factors are behavioral, and therefore by exerting effort, employees can try to
control them. The nonperformance-based mobility channels include factors that are less under the control of
the employee, such as personal characteristics and luck or favoritism. Personal characteristics include an
employee's race or sex, and luck/favoritism reflects characteristics such as how well-liked the employee is and
simply obtaining the right breaks or opportunities.

Study 1
Although some research has shown that these IMCs are related to attitudes such as job satisfaction (Beehr &
Taber, 1993; Beehr et al., 1980), it has not identified the underlying mechanism by which IMCs relate to
employee cognitions and attitudes, nor has it shown how IMCs are related to performance. The purpose of
Study 1 is to address these two issues. First, we build on previous theoretical and empirical work (e.g., Beehr &
Taber, 1993; Beehr et al., 1980) by incorporating the notion of justice rules to link IMCs to promotional justice.
We also contribute to the broader literature on IMCs by developing a model that explains the process by which
perceived mobility channels influence employees' performance-related behaviors. Figure 1 depicts the proposed
model in which each path represents a hypothesized relationship. Some of the paths are already well
established (e.g., relationship between organizational commitment and employee performance). Therefore,
although we explain each link, the present study focuses on testing three explicit hypotheses about the more
novel parts of the model including (i) the effects of direct experience of being promoted (or not); (ii) the
relationship between IMCs and promotional justice; and (iii) the process through which IMCs may influence
employee performance. The following discussion explains the theoretical and empirical justification for these
hypotheses.

Direct experience with promotions, mobility channels, and promotional justice
The first issue examined is the employees' direct experience with promotions as a predictor of the way they
perceive IMCs. Perceptions of mobility channels might be biased by ego motives if employees' sense of selfworth is based in part on their perceptions of themselves as productive employees. Employees can make more
than one attribution, but if they have received a promotion, they may be more motivated to make the
attribution that promotions are based on performance, and conversely, if they have not received a promotion,
they may be more motivated to believe that promotions are not based on performance. Therefore, attribution
theory would suggest that employees who have received a promotion are more likely to perceive that the
performance mobility channels are the means for getting ahead, and those who have not received a promotion
are more likely to perceive that the nonperformance mobility channels are the means for getting ahead
(Ross, 1977). Such attributions would help enhance or preserve employees' self-mages as productive employees.
Hypothesis 1. Having received a past promotion will be positively related to performance-based mobility
channels and negatively related to nonperformance-based mobility channels.
The model proposes promotional justice as one of two central variables hypothesized to link perceptions of
mobility channels to employee performance. Promotional justice refers to employees' perceptions regarding the
fairness of a firm's internal promotion system (Beehr et al., 2004). The theoretical foundation for promotional
justice rests upon equity (Adams, 1965) and justice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975) theories. Drawing from equity
theory, people make a series of comparisons between their own inputs (e.g., performance) and the outcomes
they receive (e.g., promotions) relative to others. If the comparison ratios between their inputs and outcomes
are equal relative to other employees, they are likely to perceive the decision to be fair. There are multiple
conceptions of justice in the literature that can be categorized as either global measures or facet measures of
justice (i.e., procedural, distributive, interactional, informational, etc.; see Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, &

Ng, 2001). Instead of emphasizing the distinction between different facets of justice types pertaining to
promotions, we adopted a global measure that focuses on the perceived fairness of the overall promotion
system. This approach is consistent with that of Gilliland and Paddock (2005), who argued that researchers
should focus on the fairness of the HR practice being investigated rather than focusing on the various justice
facets.
There are several reasons to believe that IMCs relate to promotional fairness perceptions. First, from an
empirical standpoint, there are a few studies that have examined the relationship between other human
resource management (HRM) practices and justice, including employee selection (e.g., Ployhart & Ryan, 1997;
Ryan & Ployhart, 2000), pay systems (e.g., Choi & Chen, 2007), and performance appraisals (e.g.,
Greenberg, 1986). The findings from these studies suggest that perceptions about the implementation of these
specific HRM practices are related to fairness perceptions. Extending this idea to a promotion context, we would
expect these types of relationships also to be found. It is likely that people make evaluations as to whether they
believe the internal promotion system is fair on the basis of their perceptions of the criteria a firm uses to make
promotion decisions—a particularly observable and important HRM practice.
A second, more theoretical reason why we expect IMCs to relate to promotional fairness perceptions is due to
the way that justice perceptions are formed. Justice theory suggests that when decisions are seen as conforming
to justice rules, they are perceived to be more fair (Leventhal, 1980). Justice rules are one way that employees
form fairness perceptions (van den Bos, 2001, 2003), and several theorists have described rules that employees
apply in forming fairness perceptions, and they include, among others, that rewards be based on equality,
contribution, consistency, lack of bias, personal control, and ethicality (Cropanzano, Bowen, & Gilliland, 2007;
Hollensbe, Khazanchi, & Masterson, 2008). Nonperformance-based mobility channels, which include factors
such as race/sex and luck/favoritism, would violate these justice rules, negatively influencing promotional justice
perceptions. Performance-based mobility channels, on the other hand, do not violate these justice rules and as a
result should have a positive influence on promotional justice perceptions. Some indirect evidence for this
comes from studies in the area of performance appraisal that show performance appraisal ratings based on
work-related behaviors are viewed favorably by employees; in contrast, performance appraisal ratings based on
factors such as personality and nonwork-related behaviors are viewed less favorably (e.g., Burke, Wetzel, &
Weir, 1978; Carroll & Schneier, 1982; De Gregorio & Fisher, 1988; Harris, 1988; Jordan & Nasis, 1992). Additional
evidence shows that employees consider it to be fair or just when employees who give more to an organization
(e.g., job performance) are rewarded more by the organization (Harris, Lievens, & Van Hoye, 2004).
As can be seen in Figure 1, on the basis of these empirical and theoretical arguments, we expect that employees
who perceive that performance-based mobility channels are the means for obtaining a better job in their
organization are more likely to experience higher levels of promotional justice. In contrast, employees who
perceive nonperformance-based mobility channels (i.e., personal characteristics and luck/favoritism) as
important factors for obtaining a promotion will experience more feelings of injustice.
Hypothesis 2a–b. The mobility channels will be related to promotional justice such that (a)
performance-based mobility channels will be positively related to promotional justice and (b)
nonperformance-based mobility channels will be negatively related to promotional justice.

Intra-organizational mobility channels and performance
In addition to proposing and examining a link from IMCs to fairness perceptions about the promotion system,
we also wanted to determine the process by which they relate to important organizational behaviors (i.e., job
performance). Toward that end, we examined a theoretical model linking IMCs (perceptions of the work
environment) to job performance through both an employee cognition (i.e., promotional justice) and an attitude
(i.e., organizational commitment). Although some of the elements of this broad model have been theoretically

and empirically supported in other areas of research, they are not often examined in a single study and have not
been examined specifically in the promotions literature. As shown in Figure 1, we expect the relationship
between IMCs and job performance to be mediated by both promotional justice (a cognitive evaluation) and
organizational commitment (an attitude). We conceptualized job performance broadly, to include both
supervisor ratings of task performance (in-role behaviors) and OCBs (extra-role behaviors).
The theoretical underpinnings of this model are drawn from justice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975) and social
exchange (Blau, 1964) theories. According to justice theory, being treated fairly is a socioemotional outcome or
reward given by the organization, and fair treatment is perceived as an employer contribution (Cropanzano &
Mitchell, 2005). On the basis of social exchange theory, this fair treatment establishes an obligation between
employee and employer (Tsui, Pearce, Porter, & Hite, 1995). Using exchange rules, fair and just treatment on the
part of the organization enters into the exchange relationship, and to balance this relationship, employees
match this employer contribution with positive attitudes, such as commitment to the organization (Masterson,
Lewis, Goldman, & Taylor, 2000). This relationship has been well supported by empirical research. Several
studies have shown that justice perceptions in general (i.e., not specifically related to promotions) are related to
organizational commitment (see Cohen-Charash & Spector [2001] and Colquitt et al. [2001] for meta-analytic
reviews). For example, studies have shown that fairness perceptions stemming from the selection process are
related to organizational commitment (e.g., Farmer, Beehr, & Love, 2003; Gilliland & Steiner, 2001).
In addition to employees exchanging commitment for the promotional justice they receive, we would also
expect promotional justice to relate to the behaviors of task performance and OCBs. Justice perceptions in
domains other than promotions were found to be related to performance-type behaviors in previous research
(Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001). However, another literature has found that attitudes
immediately precede behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). Therefore, in our model, organizational commitment
relates directly to task performance and OCBs. Studies have supported this logic and have shown that
committed employees tend to perform their work roles conscientiously (e.g., Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Williams &
Anderson, 1991). Thus, we propose two mediational hypotheses: first, that perceptions of promotion criteria
(IMCs) lead to organizational commitment indirectly through promotional justice, and second, that promotional
justice leads to task performance and OCBs indirectly through organizational commitment.
Hypothesis 3a–b. The relationships between (a) performance- and nonperformance-based mobility
channels and organizational commitment will be at least partially mediated by promotional justice, and
(b) promotional justice and task performance and OCBs will be at least partially mediated by
organizational commitment.

Method
Participants and procedure

We conducted an online survey of college-educated employees who were members of an alumni association
from a large university in the midwestern U.S.A. The association forwarded an email to alumni who graduated
with a bachelor's degree between 1955 and 2004. The most recent set of graduates surveyed had graduated in
2004, because we felt that several years was needed for graduates to find a job and have the potential to obtain
a promotion or a better job. The email explained the purpose of the study, assured confidentiality of responses,
and provided a link to the survey website. We also asked respondents to provide contact information for their
immediate supervisor in order to obtain supervisor ratings of task performance and OCBs.
Two thousand and twelve individuals from a variety of work settings responded. An accurate response rate
could not be calculated, because it was unknown how many people actually received the email and how many
of them might not have belonged in the sample (e.g., some were probably in graduate school, some were not
employed at the time, some were employed but had no supervisor, some were self-employed, some were

deceased, and some may have never received the email for reasons such as no longer using that email address).
Of the respondents, 569 provided their supervisor's contact information (an email address or U.S. mailing
address). A total of 305 supervisors supplied OCB and task performance ratings for their subordinates (54
percent of the supervisors contacted).
The 305 respondents with the fully matched supervisor data ranged in age from 24 to 74 years
(M = 42.6, SD = 10.9), the majority identified themselves as Caucasian (91 percent), and most reported full-time
work status (89 percent). A slight majority were female (53 percent), and the highest levels of education
completed were bachelor's (45 percent), master's (46 percent), and doctorate's (8 percent) degrees. On average,
respondents had been with their current organization for 9.8 years (SD = 8.5). Participants were employed across
a wide-range of occupations including managerial, administrative, health care, and educational occupations. The
composition of the larger sample (N = 2012) was similar to that of the smaller sample. Ages ranged from 21 to
84 years (M = 41.7, SD = 11.6), most were Caucasian (85 percent), worked full time (82 percent), and were male
(47 percent). The highest levels of education completed were bachelor's (45 percent), master's (39 percent), and
doctorate (7 percent) degrees. Organizational tenure was an average of 9.3 years (SD = 9.0).

Measures: subordinates' questionnaire

Participants completed measures assessing the following variables: whether participants had previously
received a promotion, perceptions of promotion criteria (IMCs), promotional justice, and organizational
commitment. Their supervisors provided ratings of subordinates' task performance and OCBs.

Had previously received a promotion

To examine whether participants had received a promotion in their current organization, we asked “Did you
receive a promotion?” We coded a response of “yes,” which indicated a promotion had been received, as 1 and
a response of “no” as 0.

Perceptions of promotion criteria

To assess perceptions of promotion criteria, we used a version of the Intra-Organizational Mobility Channels
Questionnaire (Beehr et al., 1980). On the basis of a previous principle components analysis (Beehr &
Taber, 1993), we selected items that had factor loadings > 0.45 on their four respective factors. The final
measure thus comprised of 16 items that reflected four dimensions: two performance-based (i.e., exceptional
and reliable performance) and two nonperformance-based (i.e., race/sex and luck/favoritism) factors. We asked
respondents to indicate how important the following factors are for obtaining a promotion or a better job at
their place of employment: for exceptional performance: “having good ideas and initiative,” “coming up with
lots of ideas,” “unusually good work,” “showing good judgment,” “leadership ability,” “working long hours,” and
“your education level”; for reliable performance, “seniority,” “experience and ability,” “doing a good job,” and
“good attendance”; for race/sex, “race and” “sex”; and for luck/favoritism, “getting the right breaks,” “how well
your supervisor likes you,” and “having friends or relatives higher up.” We rated the items on a 6-point scale
ranging from 1 (very unimportant) to 6 (very important).

Promotional justice

We evaluated promotional justice using a 14-item scale reflecting a global measure of promotional justice
(Beehr et al., 2004). Example items included “The system used to promote people in my company is a fair one”
and “promotions are given to the deserving individuals in this company.” We rated items on a 7-point scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Organizational commitment

We assessed organizational commitment using the 9-item short version of the Organizational Commitment
Questionnaire (Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982). We asked participants to respond to statements such as, “I am

willing to put in a great deal of effort beyond what is normally expected in order to help this organization be
successful” and “I talk up this organization to my friends as a great organization to work for.” We rated items on
a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Measures: supervisors' questionnaire
Task performance

Supervisors rated their subordinate's task performance on a 6-item measure (Christiansen, Burns, &
Montgomery, 2005). Sample items include “dependably performs job duties” and “makes efficient use of time at
work.” We measured items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (does not meet requirements) to 5 (far exceeds
requirements).

Organizational citizenship behaviors

We obtained supervisor ratings of subordinates' OCBs using Smith, Organ, and Near's (1983) 9-item measure. A
sample item is “helping other employees with their work when they have been absent.” We rated items on a 5point scale ranging from 1 (very uncharacteristic of the subordinate) to 5 (very characteristic of the subordinate).

Analyses

The first step was to create item parcels to use as indicators for the variables promotional justice, organizational
commitment, task performance, and OCBs as recommended when there are a large number of items
representing a latent construct (Bandalos & Finney, 2001; Coffman & MacCallum, 2005; Little, Cunningham,
Shahar, & Widaman, 2002; Rogers & Schmitt, 2004; Williams & O'Boyle, 2008). For the performance and
nonperformance-based IMCs, we used multiple indicators to represent the latent variables by averaging items
for the subscales of each. For example, for performance-based mobility channels, we used exceptional and
reliable performance items as indicators, and for nonperformance-based mobility channels, we used race/sex
and luck/favoritism as indicators.
Next, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess the distinctiveness of the measures using
Mplus Version 6.11 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2010). We then evaluated the complete structural model shown
in Figure 1 by using structural equation modeling. The variables in the model were both categorical and
continuous, and therefore, we adopted the approach developed by Muthén, du Toit and Spisic (1997) and used
weighted least squares estimation with robust standard errors (WLSMV). To test the fit of the models, we used
several fit statistics (including χ2 [chi-square]), TLI (Tucker & Lewis, 1973), CFI (Bentler, 1990),
and RMSEA (Steiger, 1990). We statistically compared alternative models that were nested in the hypothesized
model by using the chi-square difference option in Mplus (DIFFTEST; Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2010). We used
this option because the conventional chi-square difference test is not interpretable when using WLSMV.

Results

Table 1 provides summary statistics, correlations, and coefficient alphas for all variables, and Table 2 shows the
fit statistics for the measurement and structural models for the smaller sample (n = 305) of respondents with the
fully matched supervisor data.
Table 1. Means, standard deviations, coefficient alphas, and correlations among the study variables.
M
SD
1
2
3
4
5
6
Study 1
1. Perf.-based IMC
4.80 0.83
(.82)
2. Nonperf-based IMC
2.91 1.06
−.15*
(.64)
3. Promotional justice
4.58 1.25
.44**
−.49**
(.94)
4. Organizational commitment
5.58 1.12
.42**
−.34**
.63** (.91)

7

5. Supervisor-rated task
4.03 0.68
.12*
−.02
.09
.23** (.92)
performance
6. Supervisor-rated OCBs
4.18 0.55
.10
−.09
.17** .29** .65** (.76)
7. Received a promotion
0.60 0.49
.14*
−.05
.21** .11
.01
.05
(—)
Study 2
1. Perf.-based IMC
4.71 0.62
(.79)
2. Nonperf-based IMC
3.22 1.00
−.10
(.78)
3. Received a promotion
0.55 0.50
.14
−.30**
(—)
4. Ego defensiveness
4.09 0.49
.06
.15
−.04
(.86)
Note: N = 305 for Study 1; N = 145 for Study 2. Performance- and nonperformance-based IMC items were rated
on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (very unimportant) to 6 (very important); promotional justice, organizational
commitment, and ego defensiveness items were rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree); task performance items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (does not meet
requirements) to 5 (far exceeds requirements); OCB items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (very
uncharacteristic of the subordinate) to 5 (very characteristic of the subordinate); having received a promotion
was scored as 1 and not receiving a promotion was scored as 0.
* p < .05;
** p < .01.
Table 2. Goodness of fit statistics for the measurement and structural models for Study 1.
Model
χ2 (df)
TLI
CFI
RMSEA χ2 DIFFTEST (∆df)a
Hypothesized measurement model
191.67 (132)**
0.94 0.96 0.04
Alternative measurement model 1
372.18 (138)**
0.79 0.83 0.08
68.15 (6)**
Alternative measurement model 2
230.00 (138)**
0.92 0.93 0.05
23.74 (6)**
Hypothesized theoretical (structural) model 185.46 (143)**
0.96 0.97 0.03
Alternative structural model 1
187.23 (141)**
0.96 0.97 0.03
3.41 (2) ns
Alternative structural model 2
271.15 (143)b, ** 0.89 0.91 0.06
Note: N = 305. Alternative measurement model 1: model combining promotional justice and commitment
parcels into a single factor; alternative measurement model 2: model combining task performance and OCB
parcels into a single factor; alternative structural model 1: paths were added from promotional justice to task
performance and OCB, and instead of a direct path between promotional justice and organizational
commitment, the two variables were allowed to covary; alternative structural model 2: the same as the
hypothesized model in Figure 1 albeit promotional justice and organizational commitment are swapped.
a
Not nested in the hypothesized model.
b
The conventional chi-square test cannot be used regularly when using weighted least squares estimation with
robust standard errors, and therefore, the chi-square DIFFTEST is used but can only compare nested models
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2010). The chi-square difference test for the measurement models compares the
hypothesized measurement model with the alternative measurement model, and the test for the structural
models compares the alternative structural models with the hypothesized theoretical model.
** p < .01.

Measurement model

We conducted a CFA to examine the measurement model that included the seven variables in the study (i.e.,
received a promotion, performance- and nonperformance-based IMCs, promotional justice, organizational
commitment, task performance, and OCBs). As shown in Table 2, the fit statistics for this model showed good
fit χ2 (132, N = 305) = 191.67, p < .05, TLI = 0.94, CFI = 0.96, and RMSEA = 0.04, and all parcels/items significantly
loaded on their corresponding factor. The standardized factor loadings were all greater than 0.67 (M = 0.84). In
order to test the underlying factor structure of the hypothesized measurement model, we tested two alternative
measurement models (see Table 2 for a summary of fit statistics). The first alternative measurement model

allowed the item parcels for promotional justice and organizational commitment to load on a single factor; this
model showed a worse fit compared with the hypothesized measurement model (χ2 DIFFTEST
[6, N = 305] = 68.15, p < .01). We tested a second alternative measurement model that allowed the item parcels
from task performance and OCBs to load on a single factor, and compared with the hypothesized model, the
alternative model showed a worse fit (χ2 DIFFTEST [6, N = 305] = 23.74, p < .01). These results support the
underlying factor structure of all of the measures of the hypothesized measurement model.

Structural model

Next, we tested a partial version of the model in Figure 1, omitting the two supervisor-rated outcomes (task
performance and OCBs) in order to use the larger sample (N = 1743 after listwise deletion). This partial structural
model fit the data well, χ2 (48, N = 1,741) = 270.63 p < .01, TLI = 0.93, CFI = 0.95, and RMSEA = 0.05, and the path
coefficients were all statistically significant and in the hypothesized direction (we show these path coefficients in
parentheses in Figure 1). We then tested the full structural model using the smaller sample of employees who
had complete supervisor data, including supervisor ratings of OCBs and task performance (n = 305). This model
also showed a good fit with the data, χ2 (143, N = 305) = 185.46, p < .05, TLI = 0.96, CFI = 0.97, and RMSEA = 0.03.
We tested two alternative structural models against the hypothesized structural model. Alternative structural
model 1 had two changes from the hypothesized model in Figure 1: We added paths from promotional justice to
task performance and OCB, and instead of a direct path between promotional justice and organizational
commitment, we allowed the error terms for the two variables to covary. The chi-square difference test
comparing the alternative model with the hypothesized model was nonsignificant. Because the hypothesized
model was more parsimonious (had fewer paths) and therefore more restrictive, it is the preferred model when
the two models are not significantly different (Mulaik, 1998). Alternative structural model 2 was similar to the
hypothesized model albeit the positions of promotional justice and organizational commitment were swapped.
Although there is no statistical test that can compare non-nested models in WLSMV (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–
2010), an examination of the fit statistics suggests that the hypothesized model had slightly better fit statistics
than the alternative model. Thus, the hypothesized model was again supported.
As shown by the path coefficients in Figure 1, most of the paths in the model were statistically significant and in
the expected direction. Having previously received a promotion was positively related to the performance-based
IMCs (β = .23, p < .01) and negatively related to the nonperformance-based IMCs (β = − .20, p < .05), supporting
Hypothesis 1. Pertaining to Hypothesis 2a–b, the performance-based IMC was positively related (β = .46, p < .01)
and the nonperformance-based IMC was negatively related (β = − .62, p < .01) to promotional justice. Overall,
this supports the notion that when good and effortful work is perceived to be the criterion for getting ahead, the
promotion system is perceived as fair by employees, supporting Hypothesis 2. Furthermore, performance-based
IMCs were related to organizational commitment (β = .26, p < .01), whereas we found a nonsignificant
relationship between the nonperformance-based IMC and commitment. It was also shown that people who
perceived that the internal promotional system was just were more committed to the organization
(β = .42, p < .01), and as expected, organizational commitment was positively related to supervisor-rated
behaviors. Those who had higher levels of organizational commitment were rated higher on their task
performance (β = .21, p < .01) and were more likely to engage in OCBs (β = .33, p < .01).

Tests of mediation

To test whether (i) promotional justice mediated the relationships between the IMCs and organizational
commitment and (ii) organizational commitment mediated the relationship between promotional justice and
the performance variables (task performance and OCBs) in the hypothesized model, we followed the
recommendations of Shrout and Bolger (2002). The first step was to test a model that included only direct
effects. To do this, we ran two direct effect models: (i) a model that contained only direct effects from IMCs to

promotional justice and organizational commitment (testing Hypothesis 3a) and (ii) a model that contained only
direct effects from promotional justice to organizational commitment, task performance, and OCBs (testing
Hypothesis 3b). The second step was to test a model that included both direct and indirect effects in order to
examine whether the indirect effects were significant. The third step was to use the Mplus bootstrapping
function to estimate standard errors and 95 percent confidence intervals (CIs) for all indirect estimates. The
criteria needed to support mediation included a significant direct effect from the predictor to the outcome, a
significant indirect effect, and 95 percent CIs of the indirect effect that did not include zero.
In the direct effects models, performance- and nonperformance-based IMCs were significantly related to
organizational commitment (β = .48, p < .01, β = −.53, p < .05 respectively), and promotional justice was
significantly related to OCBs (β = .22, p < .01), but promotional justice was not significantly related to task
performance (β = .11, p = .07). Thus, Hypothesis 3a met the first criteria, but Hypothesis 3b only partially met the
first criteria of mediation.
The model testing the direct and indirect effects was based on 500 bootstrapped samples. Regarding Hypothesis
3a, we found evidence for partial mediation for performance IMCs, as it had both a significant direct effect
(β = .26, p < .01) to organizational commitment and indirect effect (β = .19 p < .01) to organizational commitment
through promotional justice. The 95 percent CI for the indirect effect of performance IMCs on organizational
commitment (CIs [0.06, 0.33]) did not contain zero, indicating that promotional justice significantly mediated the
relationship. In the presence of direct and indirect effects, the direct effect between nonperformance IMCs and
organizational commitment was nonsignificant but the indirect effect was significant (β = −.26, p < .01),
suggesting that the effect is completely mediated by promotional justice. Further, the CI for the indirect effect
did not contain zero (CIs [−0.44, −0.08]), indicating mediation. These results suggest that promotional justice
partially mediated the relationship between performance IMCs and organizational commitment and fully
mediated the relationship between nonperformance IMCs and organizational commitment, thus supporting
Hypothesis 3a.
Regarding Hypothesis 3b, in the presence of both direct and indirect effects, the direct effect between
promotional justice and OCBs was nonsignificant but the indirect effect was significant (β = .27, p < .01), and the
95 percent CI for the indirect effect of promotional justice on OCBs through organizational commitment (CI
[0.11, 0.44]) did not contain zero. These results suggest that organizational commitment fully mediated the
relationship between promotional justice and OCBs. We found similar results for the mediating effect of
organizational commitment on the relationship between promotional justice and task performance. In the
presence of both direct and indirect effects, the direct effect between promotional justice and task performance
was nonsignificant but the indirect effect was significant (β = .25, p < .01), indicating full mediation, and the 95
percent CI for the indirect effect of promotional justice on task performance through organizational
commitment (CI [0.11, 0.40]) did not contain zero. As mentioned earlier, for the presence of a mediation effect
to exist, there needs to be a significant direct relationship between the antecedent (promotional justice) and
criterion (task performance; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Although this was not the case, there was a significant
indirect effect of promotional justice on task performance through organizational commitment, and the CI did
not contain zero. Mathieu and Taylor (2006) labeled this type of effect as an indirect effect rather than
mediation. An indirect effect occurs when an antecedent (i.e., promotional justice) and a criterion (i.e., task
performance) are not directly related, but they are indirectly related through a linking mechanism (i.e.,
organizational commitment). Considering this definition of mediation, Hypothesis 3b was supported.

Study 1: Discussion
The purpose of Study 1 was three-fold: (i) to examine the direct experience of being promoted (or not) on
perceptions of promotion criteria; (ii) to provide a theoretical rationale and test whether IMCs relate to

promotional justice; and (iii) to develop and test a general theoretical model that provides a better
understanding of the process through which employee perceptions about the criteria used for promotions (i.e.,
IMCs) are developed and influence employee task performance and OCBs. Regarding the first purpose of Study
1, we found that people who had previously received a promotion were more likely to perceive that the criteria
used to make promotion decisions were based on performance criteria such as good and hard work, and those
who had not previously received a promotion were more likely to perceive that those decisions were based on
nonperformance criteria such as race, sex, luck, or favoritism, supporting our prediction for Hypothesis 1. The
hypothesis was based on the proposition that ego defensiveness would affect the causal attributions that
employees make about their experiences with receiving (or not receiving) promotions. We interpreted the
results as meaning that ego defensiveness is important for fending off threats to one's feelings of self-worth as
well as building up positive feelings. That is, the negative factor of a threat to employees' self-image
when not receiving a promotion and the positive factor of a potential boost to their self-image when receiving a
promotion influence their attributions of the type of criteria used by management to make promotion decisions.
In Study 1, we did not directly test the role of ego defensiveness but we take a closer look at this relationship in
Study 2.
The second purpose of Study 1 was to examine fairness perceptions pertaining to the IMCs. The results showed
that the performance-based IMC was positively related whereas the nonperformance-based IMC was negatively
related to promotional justice. Drawing from justice theory, these results support the logic that the
nonperformance-based IMC violated justice rules and the performance-based IMC adhered to them, which in
turn influence how employees form fairness perceptions regarding a firm's promotion system. This provides
support for Hypothesis 2.
Study 1's main contribution was about the outcomes of IMCs; it developed a model focusing on the process
through which IMCs can affect employee behaviors of in-role and extra-role performance. The results supported
a theoretical model positing that IMCs related to employee performance through cognitions (promotional
justice) and attitudes (organizational commitment). Hypothesis 3a predicted that promotional justice would at
least partially mediate the relationship between IMCs and organizational commitment. The results supported
this for performance IMCs as it had both a significant direct effect and indirect effect through promotional
justice. The results also showed that justice perceptions fully mediated the relationship between
nonperformance IMCs and organizational commitment. The second mediation hypothesis (Hypothesis 3b)
predicted that organizational commitment would at least partially account for the effect between promotional
justice and the performance variables (task performance and OCBs). Support was found for this hypothesis, and
thus, the pattern of results does provide support for a model where cognitions (promotional justice) and
attitudes (organizational commitment) act as mediating variables between IMCs and behavior.

Study 2
Study 1 developed and tested a model that highlighted the importance of employee perceptions regarding IMCs
in leading to the outcomes of employee performance behaviors. Study 1 also hypothesized and found that
receiving a promotion was an antecedent variable related positively to performance IMCs and negatively to
nonperformance IMCs. The logic for this hypothesis was that when faced with the results of promotion
decisions, employees tend to make attributions for the decisions in a manner that allows them to maintain a
positive self-image (von Hippel et al., 2005). In Study 2, we tested that assumption more directly.
On average, employees have inflated perceptions of their own performance (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986;
Thornton, 1980), and they are more lenient when assessing their own work behaviors than the behaviors of
others (Holzbach, 1978), which is consistent with a positive self-image. Although employees can attribute
multiple causes to the same event, when faced with not having received a promotion, they may be more

motivated to attribute the lack of promotion to something other than their own performance. On the other
hand, those who did receive a promotion may be more motivated to attribute the promotion to their own
performance as opposed to luck, favoritism, or other nonperformance-based factors. In both cases, the
employee is motivated to attribute the reason for the promotions to the cause that best helps maintain a
positive self-image. We refer to this motivation to maintain a positive self-image as ego defensiveness, and the
purpose of Study 2 is to examine it as a possible explanation for the relationship between promotion decisions
and IMCs.
To frame the second study, we draw on concepts from signaling theory (Spence, 1973; see review by Connelly et
al., 2011) as well as attribution theory (Martinko, Harvey, & Dasborough, 2011; Weiner, 1986, 2010). From
signaling theory, we note that organizations send messages to employees both formally about HRM practices
and informally through the HRM practices themselves. Formal messages may come in a variety of types (memos,
email, policy manuals, etc.) that convey the organization's explicit HRM policies and practices. Informal
messages through, for example, the results of a promotion decision, are more symbolic and convey or “signal”
implicit information about the organization and the employee (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Connelly et al., 2011;
Guzzo & Noonan, 1994). Promotion decisions are likely to be strong signals to employees for some of the
reasons discussed earlier. Promotions are visible, limited, and sometimes accompanied by a pay raise and so on.
They can be interpreted as signaling, among other things, information about the employee's performance,
value, and future prospects with the organization. From the attribution theory, we expect that when employees
learn the results of a promotion decision, they interpret these signals in an effort to understand the cause of the
decision. That is, they attempt to attribute or assign reasons for the decision. These attributions may be made to
internal causes (e.g., ability, effort, performance criteria) or external causes (luck, favoritism, nonperformance
criteria).
Because promotion decisions are strong signals and because of what they signal (e.g., performance, value,
future prospects), they can challenge an employee's self-esteem. There are a number of ways employees may
react to this threat to their self-esteem. These include making internal or external attributions (Weiner, 2011)
for why they did or did not receive a promotion in a way that allows them to maintain a positive self-image (van
Dellen, Campbell, Hoyle, & Bradfield, 2011). This would be consistent with the findings in Study 1. Employees
who were promoted were more likely to attribute promotion decisions to the performance-based IMCs, and
employees who were not promoted were more likely to attribute promotions decisions to nonperformance
IMCs (Figure 1). These types of attributions are not universal, however. For instance, Martinko et al. (2011)
argued that there are stable individual differences in attributional styles, with people being more or less likely to
make attributions in an ego-defensive manner. This implies that the relationship between having received a
promotion or not and IMC attributions might depend at least partially on ego defensiveness. People who are
more ego defensive are likely to react more strongly to receiving a promotion or not. That is, for more egodefensive employees, receiving a promotion will activate biased, internal attributions more strongly, and so they
will perceive that promotions are more likely based on employee performance and less likely based on
nonperformance factors. Less ego-defensive employees will not be as prone to make this biased attribution
based on their experience with promotions.
Conversely, for more ego-defensive employees, not receiving a promotion will result in stronger external
attributions, and they would rate the nonperformance-based IMC higher than those who are less ego defensive.
In both cases, those who are higher on ego defensiveness tend to make attributions for the results of the
promotion decision that best allow them to maintain a positive self-image.
Hypothesis 4. Ego defensiveness moderates the relationship between receiving a promotion and the
performance-based IMC such that the relationship is more positive when ego defensiveness is high.

Hypothesis 5. Ego defensiveness moderates the relationship between receiving a promotion and the
nonperformance-based IMC such that the relationship is more negative when ego defensiveness is high.

Method
Participants and procedure

We used an online survey to collect data from MBA and Executive MBA students from a Midwestern university
(a different university from that in Study 1). We asked only students who worked full time to complete the
survey. We sent an email to the Dean of the Graduate School who forwarded it to current graduate students.
The email provided information about the study, assured anonymity, and provided a direct link to the online
survey. The sample consisted of 145 graduate business students who were working full time. The majority were
male (63 percent) and Caucasian (81 percent); the average age was 32 years (SD = 7.18), and average
organizational tenure was 4 years (SD = 3.26). Respondents were employed in a range of business-related
occupations including sales, finance, and marketing directors; business analysts; and accounting specialists.

Measures

For Study 2, participants completed measures on perceptions of promotion criteria (IMCs), having previously
received a promotion, and ego defensiveness. The measures of perceptions of promotion criteria and having
previously received a promotion were the same as in Study 1.

Ego defensiveness

We assessed ego defensiveness using Tuckey, Brewer, and Williamson's (2002) 8-item measure. We asked
participants to respond to statements such as “I try to avoid negative feedback because it makes me feel bad
about myself” and “I worry about receiving feedback that is likely to be negative because it hurts to be
criticized.” We rated items on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Analyses

We tested the hypotheses using moderated multiple regression. We calculated the interaction term by mean
centering the predictor variables and then calculating the product of those variables. We entered variables
hierarchically with direct effects entered before the interaction term (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003).
When a significant interaction was found, we graphed the interaction by calculating the intercepts and slopes at
±1 SD on the moderator.

Results

Summary statistics, coefficient alphas, and correlations among the variables can be seen in Table 1. Hypothesis 4
stated that ego defensiveness would moderate the relationship between receiving a promotion and the
performance-based IMC such that the relationship would be more strongly positive when ego defensiveness is
high. The results did not support Hypothesis 4, because the interaction term was not significant (Table 3).
Hypothesis 5 proposed that ego defensiveness would moderate the relationship between receiving a promotion
and the nonperformance-based IMC such that the relationship would be more strongly negative when ego
defensiveness is high. As shown in Table 3, the interaction effect at Step 3 was significant and accounted for an
additional 3 percent of the variance in the nonperformance-based IMC
(ΔR2 = .03, p < .05, β = −.17, t = −2.23, p < .05). We plot the interaction in Figure 2. The figure shows that
Hypothesis 5 was supported.
Table 3. Moderating hypotheses for Study 2.

Step 1
β

R2

Step 2
β

R2

ΔR2

Regression of the performance-based mobility channel on received
a promotion and ego defensiveness
Direct effects
Received promotion
Ego defensiveness
Interactive effect
Received promotion × Ego defensiveness
Regression of the nonperformance-based mobility channel on
received promotion and ego defensiveness
Direct effects
Received promotion
Ego defensiveness
Interactive effect
Received promotion × Ego defensiveness
Note:
* p < .05;
** p < .01.

.14
.06

.022

.14
.06

.025

.003

−.06

−.28**
.10

.09**

−.29**
.11

.13** .03*

−.18*

Figure 2 Received a promotion and the nonperformance-based IMCs by ego defensiveness

Study 2: Discussion

Study 2 examined the role of promotions themselves in the formation of IMCs and the possibility that the
individual difference trait, ego defensiveness, moderated the relationship between receiving a promotion (or
not) and perceptions of IMCs. Promotions can be based on both performance and nonperformance criteria
(IMCs), and Study 2's contribution was about antecedents of IMCs; it showed that self-serving bias could be an
antecedent of the IMCs. We note, regarding the zero-order correlations, that the nonsignificant correlation
between promotions and performance-based IMCs in Study 2 was the same strength as the significant
correlation in Study 1 (both were r = .14), and therefore, the nonsignificance of the correlation in Study 2 might
be due simply to the weaker statistical power of Study 2's smaller sample.
In addition, ego defensiveness did not moderate the relationship between promotions and perceptions of
performance-based IMCs, but it did moderate the relationship between receiving a promotion and
nonperformance IMCs. These findings suggest that in order to protect their egos or self-images, employees who
had not been promoted were especially likely to attribute promotion decisions to nonperformance-based
criteria. Thus, signaling theory (e.g., Connelly et al., 2011) is useful for understanding employees' views of the
promotion system because employees will view the promotions they know about as signaling promotion
criteria. Consistent with attribution theory (e.g., Martinko et al., 2011), however, how those signals are

interpreted can be affected by personal experience with the promotion system in combination with personal
tendencies toward self-enhancement or ego defense.

General Discussion
The present set of studies contributed to knowledge about employee promotion attributions (IMCs) by
illustrating for the first time both the process through which the IMCs could lead to the important performance
outcomes (Study 1) and an antecedent of IMCs in the form of employee bias (Study 2). The purpose of these two
studies was to examine employees' beliefs and reactions about the internal mobility and promotion system
within their organization. More specifically, the studies focus on employees' beliefs about how promotions are
awarded (IMCs) in organizations. Knowledge about HRM practices regarding other employee rewards may not
always apply to promotions. Promotions are often more rare (Orrison et al., 2004), are more visible, and result
in new and different future job requirements for the employee. These differences make it necessary to study
their characteristics specifically. Because the literature on employee reactions to promotions has been scarce,
there have been recent calls for more research on it (Connelly et al., 2011; Ford et al., 2009; Tzafrir &
Hareli, 2009). To address these calls, we conducted two studies examining IMCs. Study 1 contributed to the
literature in three ways: (i) examining the direct experience of being promoted (or not) on IMCs; (ii) providing a
theoretical rationale and testing whether IMCs relate to promotional justice and organizational commitment;
and (iii) testing a theoretical model that posits the process through which IMCs are developed and influence
employee task performance and OCBs. Study 2 also contributes to the literature by extending and elaborating
one of the findings from Study 1, by examining ego defensiveness in combination with direct experience with
the promotion system as a source of potential bias in employees' views of IMCs.

A model of IMCs and performance outcomes
For the first hypothesis in Study 1, we theorized and found support for the prediction that those who received a
promotion in the past were more likely to attribute the criteria used to make promotion decision to
performance-based criteria, whereas those who have not received a promotion were more likely to attribute
the criteria used to make those decisions to nonperformance-based criteria. These results were consistent with
attribution theory (Ross, 1977; Weiner, 1980), which suggests that people will interpret their environment in
ways that allow them to maintain a positive self-image. Moreover, people who have been rewarded with a
promotion are more likely to attribute their success to controllable factors such as good and hard work, whereas
those who have not been rewarded are likely to try and maintain a positive self-image by attributing promotion
decisions to criteria over which the employee has less control such as luck and favoritism.
Pertaining to Hypothesis 2 of Study 1, employees who believed that performance IMCs are the means for getting
a promotion were more likely to perceive the promotion system to be fair, whereas those who believed
nonperformance IMCs are used for making promotion decisions were more likely to believe the promotion
system was unfair. These results are consistent with the notion that justice perceptions are formed by using a
specific set of rules (van den Bos, 2001, 2003), and when a decision is seen as conforming to those rules, then
the decision is deemed fair (Leventhal, 1980). The findings of the present study therefore showed that
performance IMCs (e.g., leadership ability and good judgment) are considered as conforming to justice rules,
whereas nonperformance IMCs (e.g., sex, favoritism) are considered as violating these rules.
Hypotheses 1 and 2 are a part of a larger theoretical model (Figure 1) that explained the process through which
IMCs are related to performance-related outcomes. As shown in Figure 1, past experience with receiving a
promotion (or not) was related to IMCs, which in turn was related to perceptions of promotional justice; and
through both justice (a cognition) and organizational commitment (an attitude), IMCs were related to
employees' performance and other behaviors that are beneficial to the organization (OCBs). As shown by both
the bivariate correlations and the structural model results, employees had a strong tendency to believe their

organizations' promotion system was fair if they believed that promotion decisions were based on performance
criteria, and they had a stronger tendency to believe they were unfair if they were based on nonperformance
criteria.
Furthermore, promotional justice perceptions partially mediated the relationship between performance IMCs
and organizational commitment and fully mediated the relationship between nonperformance IMCs and
commitment. When people perceive that performance IMCs are the criteria for getting ahead, they reciprocate
with being more committed to the organization directly as well as indirectly through their perceptions of being
treated fairly, whereas those who believe nonperformance IMCs are the means for getting ahead reciprocate
with less commitment indirectly through their perceptions of injustice. Nonperformance IMCs were more
strongly related to promotional justice than were performance IMCs, which could have been a factor accounting
for justice fully mediating the relationship between the nonperformance IMCs and commitment.
Nonperformance-based IMCs are viewed negatively by most employees, and negative experiences tend to
influence people more strongly than positive experiences do in many life situations (Baumeister, Bratslavsky,
Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001). Thus, the negative image of nonperformance IMCs had a stronger role in triggering
perceptions of injustice than the positive image of performance IMCs had in triggering justice perceptions.
We conducted a separate test of mediation that examined the effect of promotional justice on the performancerelated outcomes through organizational commitment. This specific mediation link in the model was also
supported, showing that organizational commitment mediated the relationship between promotional justice
and performance (task performance and OCBs). This is consistent with the proposition that justice evaluations
and commitment are a central part of a social exchange process in which employees exchange organizationally
valued behaviors for just treatment in the form of promotions. The results support the proposition that
employees perceive fair treatment in the area of promotions as a socioemotional resource provided by the
employer that is reciprocated by employees with commitment to the organization and eventually better
performance.

Bias as a source of IMCs
The finding from Study 1 showing that successful past experience with the promotion system (receiving past
promotions) may affect the attributions that employees make regarding the causes of promotions was the
catalyst for Study 2. The purpose of Study 2 was to examine the potential effects of promotion experiences on
IMCs to be activated by employee biases. In other words, rather than an individual difference (e.g. some
personality trait) simply leading directly to a biased perception, the bias would be borne of both employees' own
characteristics (ego-defensive tendencies) and their personal experience with the promotion system. The results
suggest that this was only the case for nonperformance attributions or IMCs, however.
The interaction results indicate that “negative” views of the promotion system (nonperformance IMCs) may be
more affected by employee biases due to their own experience with (not) receiving promotions—because the
interaction effects were significant only for the nonperformance IMCs. This may be due to ego-defensive people
being more vigilant to threats that could diminish their sense of self-worth than to opportunities to increase
their sense of self-worth. The employees might be focusing on nonperformance IMCs, which are negative in the
sense that Study 1 shows they are seen as unjust. As noted earlier, negative events are stronger than or
dominate over positive ones in many life situations (Baumeister et al., 2001), but Study 2 indicates that this is
more true for some people than for others (i.e., people who are more ego defensive).
Overall, we expect that actual HRM policies and practices often provide accurate signals to employees regarding
what the promotion criteria are. It is likely that both performance-based and nonperformance-based criteria are
used for promotions (even though certain nonperformance-based criteria are illegal in the U.S.A.), and
employees' perceptions of the criteria-in-use can have varying degrees of accuracy. We hope that these criteria

are performance-based, however, because performance-based promotion criteria are likely to result in more
favorable employee reactions. An early study of IMCs showed that one very objective, simple, and concrete
promotion policy was related to employees' perceptions of promotion criteria; employees who had a union
contract requiring promotions to be based on seniority indeed perceived that promotions were based upon
seniority (Beehr et al., 1980). Therefore, we know that, at least when the organizational environment has a
narrowly defined and rigidly held criterion, for promotions, the environment can affect IMCs. In many situations,
however, there is room for ambiguity for how promotions are awarded, and then employee biases can play a
role. There will be some employees who, based on a combination of their own nature (e.g., ego defensiveness)
and experience with the promotion system, make attributions about promotion criteria for reasons other than
actual HRM policies and practices. Study 1 showed that these attributions are important for employees' work
performance (and therefore for the organization's well-being), and Study 2 contributed to this important area by
showing one of the processes through which such attributions are formed.

Implications
Human resources departments should be concerned about the way employees perceive promotion practices,
because employees' perceptions may translate into important attitudinal and behavioral responses.
Organizations might benefit, therefore, from examining their promotion processes and attempting to ensure
that they adhere to justice rules and are based primarily on performance. Even if organizations do primarily base
promotions on performance, however, some employees may not perceive it that way (especially those who
were not promoted and who are ego defensive). That is, regardless of the process actually in place, employees
will make their own evaluations of that system. On the basis of the signaling theory (Connelly et al., 2011), not
only does it matter what the organization claims promotions are based on, but the employees' experience with
and observation of the correlates of promotions may also affect their judgments about actual promotion
criteria. Therefore, it is not merely enough to have formal policies, but employees need to see them clearly in
practice, because otherwise their biases can more easily influence their IMC attributions.

Limitations

The findings of both Studies 1 and 2 should be considered in the context of their limitations. First, both studies
rely on non-experimental and cross-sectional designs. For instance, in Study 1, we proposed a theoretical causal
model, but the data cannot provide strong inference about causation because they are non-experimental and
cross-sectional. Although it would be hard to randomly assign employees to promotion systems and
experimentally manipulate many of these variables in the field, future research would strengthen our
knowledge about the theory by spreading the data collection over several points in time. Ideally, the time
interval should be long enough to allow many people to be promoted.
A second limitation is reliance on many of the variables being measured using self-reports. This raises the issue
of common method variance artificially inflating the correlations among the self-reported variables. In Study 1,
this concern is at least partially alleviated by the fact that the two criterion variables (supervisor-rated task OCBs
and supervisor-rated task performance) were not self-reported, and the results supported their inclusion in the
model. In addition, employees' reports of their prior first-hand experience with the promotion system (having
received or not received one from the organization), which we measured in both studies, are about a relatively
objective event, and they are less susceptible to bias than more subjective variables. Furthermore, in Study 2,
the common method bias concern is at least partially alleviated because common method variance is not likely
to produce a moderating effect as was found for ego defensiveness. Still, more complexly designed studies using
quasi-experimental methods that rely less on self-reported data than the present study would provide stronger
evidence about causality.

Finally, both samples were overwhelmingly Caucasian, as self-reported. Because of this, it cannot be determined
whether the results apply equally well to other employee groups. The nonperformance IMCs included “race” as
one possible criterion by which employees may be promoted. This might make the nonperformance IMC more
salient to some ethnic groups of employees than others. Future research is needed to explore this possibility.

Future research
In addition to examining a wider variety of ethnic groups, future studies should determine whether the impact
of employee perceptions as shown in this study extends to other HRM practices such as training and
compensation. It would also be important to study a wider range of outcomes that may result from perceptions
of HRM practices, such as turnover and organizational deviance. Along these same lines, it also makes sense to
examine other conceptualizations of justice. Although we followed the recommendations of Gilliland and
Paddock (2005) by focusing on the HR practice as opposed to the form of justice, a more fine-grained approach
focusing on different forms of justice could be adopted in future research.
Another fruitful area for future research would be to examine the inclusion of other variables that might be
related to perceptions of mobility channels and promotional justice, in order to determine if there are other
factors that moderate or mediate the relationships. For example, future research could examine how the
relationship between the supervisor and employee (e.g., leader–member exchange relationships; Gerstner &
Day, 1997; Liden, Sparrowe, & Wayne, 1997) might affect these perceptions. People who have close
relationships with their supervisors may feel that promotion decisions are more or less fair, because supervisors
can be seen as influencing promotion decisions, and supervisors can also explain the decisions to the
subordinates.
Finally, future research could examine the relationships in this study from the perspective of people in work
teams. People working in teams, a common occurrence in organizations (Devine, Clayton, Philips, Dunford, &
Melner, 1999), are more interdependent than individuals working more solitarily. It is possible that perceptions
of justice and IMCs will be different for people working so closely together. Although team performance might
be encouraged and noticed by supervisors and management, only individuals (and not teams) are usually
promoted. On one hand, the employees who do not receive a promotion may feel that the products of the
team's effort should not be met with a reward for only one individual. On the other hand, the employees who
are not promoted might have a greater opportunity to observe the behaviors of the colleague who is promoted.
That might lead the employees to have a better understanding of the person's qualifications than can be
gleaned from working independently. Following this logic, it is possible that work team members could be very
supportive of one of the group members being promoted if they believe that the right team member was
chosen for promotion. The extent to which this happens needs to be examined, however.
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